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Recalling a CIA Officer's Sacrifice 



John Kearns and the Cold War in Laos (S) 

Kenneth Michael Absher 



John Kearns served two Lours in 
Laos as a CIA paramilitary (PM) 
officer during the war in Indoch- 
ina. By the end of 1972, Agency 
officers in Laos w ere guidin g and 
(b)(1) supporting 40, OOO l I Laotian 

/ b w 3 w c xsgular troops in operations that 
The Story of one Of CLV !\ !\ >d down elements of at least four 
silent heroes, honoreCp^ J Wi»isions of the North Vietnamese 



by a Star on the 
Memorial Wall. 
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Army (NVA), preventing them from 
joining the war against the South 
Vietnamese government and allied 
US forces. In direct support of US 
foreign policy, these CIA officers 
confronted intense combat with the 
NVA on an almost daily basis. 
While this article focuses on 
Kearns, who was killed in Decem- 
ber 1972, it is a tribute to the 
courage and dedication of all CIA 
personnel and their families who 
served their country during the war 
in Indochina. It also reminds us 
that today's PM officers are the 
guardians of a legacy of courage, 
sacrifice, and honor bequeathed by 
those who served before. 1 (S) 



Kenneth Michael Absher served 
more than 30 years in the CIA 
Directorate of Operations. He is an 
adjunct professor at DIA's joint 
Military Intelligence College. (U) 



(b)(3)(c) 



Editor's Note: This article brings to 
life the story of one of CIA 's silent 
heroes, honored by a Star on the 
Memorial Wall. (U) 



Born in 1942, John Wesley Kearns 
III grew up in Texas and joined the 
US Army Special Forces out of high 
school, like many young men in 
his generation, he was posted to 
Vietnam, where he earned the 
Combat Infantryman's Badge for 



1 This article is based on research in CIA per- 
sonnel files, review of daily combat intelli- 
gence reports from Laos, and interviews with 
12 people knowledgeable about John 
Kearns's career and Agency activities in Laos 
in the late 1960s and early 1970s. (S) 



coming under enemy fire. He 
returned home in 1965 and com- 
pleted a degree in geography and 
economics at North Texas State 
University. Upon graduation, 
Kearns joined the CIA on contract 
as a PM officer. After ten months of 
intensive training, he was assigned 
to Vientiane Station, Laos, as a PM 
contract operations officer in June 
1969. (S) 



The Strategic Chessboard (U) 

Following World War II, as anti- 
colonial winds began to blow 
through much of the underdevel- 
oped world and Mao Tse-tung 
drove Chung Kai-shek and the 
Nationalists out of mainland China, 
communist-inspired Vietminh guer- 
rillas in Indochina began to agitate 
for independence from France. 
Determined to keep Indochina out 
of communist hands, President Tru- 
man provided financial and 
logistical support to the French in 
Southeast Asia. 2 (U) 

The Geneva Accords of July 1954 
attempted to resolve the Indochina 
conflict by calling for the with- 
drawal of all foreign forces from 
Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. Viet- 
nam was partitioned along the 17th 
parallel, leaving the Vietminh in 
de facto control of the north. 
Although not an official participant 
in Geneva, the United States 
warned that "it would view any 
renewal of aggression in violation 



2 For this and subsecfuent references to the 
origin and evolution of the Vietnam conflict, 
see Henry Kissinger, Diplomacy (New York, 
NY : Simon & Schuster, 1994). (U) 
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of the aforesaid arrangements with 
grave concern and as seriously 
threatening international peace and 
security." In response to the oppor- 
tunity for repatriation allowed 
under the Geneva Accords, some 
80,000 to 100,000 communist sym- 
pathizers moved north, while one 
million North Vietnamese fled 
south. 3 (U) 

North Vietnam launched a guerrilla 
war against South Vietnam in 1959, 
infiltrating men and supplies via 
Laos and Cambodia. Over 6,000 
North Vietnamese troops moved 
into Laos to protect the logistics 
routes into South Vietnam and to 
support the communist Pathet Lao, 
waging a guerrilla war against the 
non-communist government in 
Vientiane. (U) 

Inheriting the policy positions of 
his predecessors, President 
Kennedy judged Indochina to be 
the decisive battleground that 
would determine whether commu- 
nist-led guerrilla wars could be 
stopped and the Cold War won. At 
a press conference on 23 March 
196l, Kennedy warned: "The secu- 
rity of all Southeast Asia will be 
endangered if Laos loses its neutral 
independence. Its own safety runs 
with the safety of us all — in a real 
neutrality observed by all." 4 (U) 



The CIA in Laos (S) 

According to Ted Shackley, who 
was Chief of Station (COS) in Laos 
from 1966-1968, the CIA began its 
involvement on the ground in Laos 
in January 196l with the recruit- 
ment of a force of 1,000 irregulars, 
mostly Meo (Hmong) tribesmen. By 
March, the force had grown to 



i Kissinger, p. 636. (U) 

'' As quoted in Kissinger, p. 646. (U) 

(b)(1) 
(b)(3)(c) 
n), 



As time went on, the 
Agency found itself 
guiding and supporting 
40,000 irregular troops, 
about half of whom 
were tribesmen from 
northern Laos. 



4)^ (b)(1) 



(b)(3)(c) 
(b)(3)(n) 

4,000. As time went on, the Agency 
found itself guiding and support- 
ing 40,000 irregular troops, about 
half of whom were tribesmen from 
northern Laos. From 19^3 to 1966, 
after the communist Pathet Lao 
pulled out of a coalition govern- 
ment in Vientiane, CIA efforts in 
Laos focused on the northern prov- 
inces. US policy required that the 
Agency-led irregulars control 
enough of the population centers 
and land in northern Laos to allow 
the Royal Lao Government to nego- 
tiate with the Pathet Lao from a 
position of strength. The war in the 
north was a war of position and 
maneuver — ebb and flow. The non- 
communist side was best in the 
rainy season; the Pathet Lao and its 
backers, the NVA, were better in 
the diy season. The CIA-led irregu- 
lars fought hard enough during the 
early 1960s to keep elements of 
two NVA divisions tied down in the 
north. (S) 

In 1965, the CIA received approval 
to open a second front. The war in 
the north was to continue, but 
action was to be stepped up in 
southern Laos to contribute more 
directly to the war in South Viet- 
nam. The irregulars were to be 
used to impede NVA movement 
through the panhandle of Laos to 
supply and reinforce the commu- 
nist Vietcong guerrillas in South 
Vietnam. The irregulars were to col- 
lect intelligence on the materiel that 
Hanoi was transporting through the 



panhandle, destroy it when possi- 
ble, and pin down NVA troops in 
the area to keep them from mov- 
ing into South Vietnam. (S) 



being assigned to particular units, 
CIA case officers in Laos were 
responsible for specific sectors — 
they went wherever action 
occurred in their sector. (S) 

In 1970, the Department of Defense 
began to spend funds directly in 
support of CIA operations in Laos. 
John Eisenhower, who worked in 
the policy office of the Secretary of 
Defense from 1969 to 1971, recalls 
money being transferred overtly 
and directly from the DoD budge ^^ j 

This was" 

-(b)(3)(c) 



taking place at about the same tin(b)(3)(n) 

as the overall drawdown of US 
forces in Vietnam. Illustrating the 
pivotal role that Laos continued to 
play in Southeast Asia, a note seen 
by a CIA officer in 1971 carried the 
declaration, "Long Tieng [in north- 
ern Laos] must not fall." It was 
initialed by President Nixon. (S) 



Kearns's First Tour (U) 

John Kearns spent his first year in 
Laos as a paramilitary operations 
I officer \ ' 
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directed counter-battery fire, led 
others to safety, and supervised as 
much of the evacuation of the 
wounded by helicopter as he could 
befor e being evacuated himself, his 
| [ operations assistant reported. 
Reams died en route to the hospi- 
tal. A mortar fragment had pierced 
his aorta. (S) 



Denouement (U) 

CIA-supported action continued in 
the Paksong/Saravane area for sev- 
eral weeks after Kearns's death. 
While Task Force Phasouk and GM 
irregulars were securing Paksong, 
an NVA battalion launched a coun- 
terattack against the Laotian 
irregulars holding Saravane. Under 
the cover of hundreds of mortar 
rounds, the NVA gained a foothold 
in the northern half of the town 
and then launched a massive 
assault. NVA pressure was relent- 
less, including the shelling of one 
key GM position with 5,500 rounds 
of mortar, howitzer, rocket, tank, 
and recoilless rifle fire, according to 
CIA field reporting. The irregulars 
were forced to withdraw in the sec- 
ond week of January. (C) 

Despite the signing of the Paris 
Peace Accords on 27 January 1973, 
the enemy increased its military 
activity in Laos. Following the 
recapture of Saravane, Hanoi sent 
additional troops against the irregu- 
lars securing the Pakse-Paksong 
corridor. On 8 February, a heavy 
NVA barrage and infantry assaults 
forced a disorderly retreat from 
Paksong — over 500 irregulars 
deserted their units that night and 
fled back to Pakse. The Agency 
was able to stabilize several of the 
GM units, however, and they recap- 
tured Paksong on 12 February. The 
town remained in non-communist 
hands as the ceasefire finally began 



The efforts of Agency 
officers in Laos were . . . 
an important part of our 

nation's . . . ultimate 
victory in the Cold War. 
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to take hold in March and a gen- 
eral calm settled over southern 
Laos. (C) 



In the Final Analysis (U) 

CIA officers and their irregular 
forces fought elements of at least 
four and possibly five NVA divi- 
sions in Laos. In their efforts to 
retain control over the strategic 
Laotian towns of Paksong and Sara- 
vane, the NVA had committed nine 
battalions from two different divi- 
sions against the CIA-led irregulars. 
Troops from a third NVA division 
were also reported in southern Laos 
toward the end of 1972. During the 
same timeframe, the irregulars in 
northern Laos confronted units of 
two more mainline NVA Divisions. 
(O 

During the Easter Offensive, the 
enemy suffered more than 100,000 
casualties in its attacking force of 
200,000— including possibly 40,000 
killed. They lost more than half of 
their tanks and heavy artillery. The 
anticipated general uprising of the 
South Vietnamese people in sup- 
port of the communists failed to 
occur. North Vietnamese General 
Vo Nguyen Giap later was removed 
as commander of the North Viet- 
namese Army, almost certainly in 
part because of the failed Easter 
Offensive. 12 (U) 



In the communist onslaught, the 
South Vietnamese lost more than 
8,000 killed, some 24,000 wounded, 
and nearly 3,000 missing. These 
casualties almost certainly would 
have been greater if the CIA-sup- 
ported irregulars had not diverted 
and engaged so many NVA units in 
Laos, substantially impeding 
Hanoi's ability to reinforce its divi- 
sions in South Vietnam. 13 (S) 

It took three years for Hanoi to 
recover sufficiently from these 
losses to mount another major 
offensive. After the Paris Peace 
Accords were signed, the North 
Vietnamese began to rebuild their 
army and resupply their troops, 
which were allowed to remain in 
place in the south under the terms 
of the Accords. South Vietnam 
came under communist rule in 
April 1975, followed soon thereaf- 
ter by Cambodia and Laos. (U) 

Hanoi won the battle for South 
Vietnam in the arena of American 
public opinion, not on the ground. 
America's Armed Forces and the 
Central Intelligence Agency left 
Indochina with their courage, integ- 
rity, and professionalism intact. 
They would be needed in the bat- 
tles that were to come-in 
Afghanistan, Grenada, Panama, and 
Iraq. The sacrifices and efforts of 
the men and women who served in 
Laos were not in vain. They were 
an important part of our nation's 
overall effort as we moved forward 



n Sorley, pp. 339-340. (U) 



=3 The author, who was the CIA Province-Of- 
ficer-In-Charge in Kien Giang Province in 
South Vietnam from June 1972 to March 1973, 
recalls being the beneficiary of the efforts of 
the CIA irregulars in Laos. POW interroga- 
tions in September 1972 revealed that the 1st 
NVA Division, which had been attacking in 
both Kien Giang and Chau Doc Provinces in 
the Vietnamese iDeita, was reduced to sub- 
stantially less than half its strength — fewer 
than 1,500 men — largely because of the diffi- 
culty in receiving reinforcements. (S) 
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from victories on thf (b)(1) field to 
the ultimate victory (b)(3)(c)d 

War - <S> (b)(3)(n) 
(b)(6) 

Postscript (U) 

John Kearns was awarded the inte l- 
ligence Star posthumously. | | 

(b)(1) 

(b)(3)(c) I 

(b)(3)(n) 
(b)(6) 
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